Complement-activating immune deposits in systemic lupus erythematosus skin.
Immune deposits at the cutaneous basement membrane zone are a characteristic feature of systemic lupus erythematosus. Previous studies using immunofluorescent methods to detect complement components have provided evidence that some deposits contain immune complexes capable of activating complement. However, this important biologic property of complexes has not been detected or measured using functional assays, and it has not been determined whether immune deposits can activate complement at the basement membrane zone. In this study immune deposits in biopsies of lupus skin have been examined using direct immunofluorescence for the third component of complement (C3) to detect complement deposited in vivo. In addition, the deposits have been studied using the leukocyte attachment assay and indirect C3 binding immunofluorescence to detect and measure complement activation at the basement membrane zone in vitro. The results show that complement activation occurs at the basement membrane in some but not all lupus skin containing immunoglobulin deposits, that deposits differ quantitatively in their ability to activate complement, and that direct C3 immunofluorescence is a relatively insensitive method for detecting complement-activating complexes. The results provide functional evidence suggesting that immune deposits in some lupus skin are complement-activating complexes and potentially capable of activating complement at the basement membrane in vivo. Furthermore, the results suggest functional assays for evaluating complement-activating complexes may be valuable supplements to immunofluorescence in exploring the relationship between immune deposits and systemic and cutaneous disease.